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Those who watched the TV broadcasts from Berlin on November 9, 1989 as I did, were justified in concluding that Berliners from both parts of the city as well as Germans in general were delirious with joy when they witnessed the unexpected opening of the Berlin Wall and the border and made use of their newly gained freedom of movement. Three years after this momentous event and two years after the achievement of German reunification, the initial enthusiasm…has yielded to somberness and even gloom - largely as a result of the dismal state of the East German economy and the resulting social tensions and psychological stresses. 
The removal of the once formidable and nearly impenetrable Wall that separated a city…proved to be far easier than overcoming the mental reservations and ideological barriers on both sides of the Wall that had been formed in forty years…. The present and the future cannot be easily charted without recourse to the past. 
East Germans and the Berlin Wall: Popular Opinion and Social Change before and after the Border Closure of August 1961
Corey Ross, January 2004
[EDITED AND ABRIDGED]

The [erection of the] Wall [on the night of August 12-13 1961] marked the beginning of a period of great domestic and international stability for East Germany….In most areas, the overarching problem of 'Republikflucht' ('fleeing the republic') greatly added to the SED's woes. [SIDE NOTE: The “SDP”, the Socialist Union Party, was the dominant party in East Germany, aka. the “German Democratic Republic, aka. the “GDR”]. It is estimated that between 1949 and 1961, some 2.7 million people left [East Germany, also known as the German Democratic Republic, or] the GDR. Although both the East and West German governments tended to present the causes of the mass emigration in political terms - either as a vote for freedom or a betrayal of socialism - material factors were undoubtedly paramount. The West German 'economic miracle' of the 1950s exerted a powerful 'pull' on many East Germans, especially the young and relatively mobile, and in particular skilled workers, engineers and technicians who were in great demand….At the same time, there was a whole range of economic 'push' factors within the GDR, foremost among them the aggravating shortage of consumer goods….'Ohne Butter, ohne Sahne, auf dem Mond die rote Fahne' ('There's no cream, there's no butter, but on the moon the red flag flutters') was a direct shot at the successful attempts by the Soviets to reach the Moon. 
The so-called 'Grenzgdnger' - the approximately 60,000 people who lived in East Berlin or the GDR but worked in West Berlin - not only represented a loss of labor from the East German economy, but also were seen to take unfair advantage of state subsidies and feed the black currency market, since they could exchange their Western wages at very favorable unofficial rates….[Furthermore the supposedly [evil] influence of 'beat-music', which was transmitted across most of the GDR from stations in West Germany and West Berlin…were regarded as nothing less than a form of 'psychological warfare' and 'moral and spiritual poisoning of our youth'...from the American “Unkultur”. The fact that most of the youth gangs and 'rowdies' of the 1950s followed Western cultural fashions and models as part of their non-conformist repertoire only reinforced the SED's [tendency] to associate Western pop culture with youth delinquency and criminality.

[When the wall was finally erected on August 12, 1961], the most immediate response to the new border regime was apparently a mixture of shock, uncertainty and fear of a possible military conflict….By mid-morning, hundreds of people - predominantly youths - had assembled at various border checkpoints to protest….There were also reports of assaults against party agitators, of numerous supposed 'provocateurs' trying to stir up trouble and of general indignation about the border closure….The SED's attempt to portray the construction of the Wall as a sign of strength, not of weakness, was understandably perceived as an insult to one's intelligence. It was, as one physician put it, quite clear that “the barbed wire was unrolled because we're at the end of our [rope]”….Given the fear of punishment, perhaps a more telling indicator of the popular mood were anonymous forms of protest such as industrial sabotage, which indeed leapt from only six reported cases in the [first half] of 1961 to 83 [by the end of the year]. Yet overall, the initial hopes that “things will look different in the next few days” remained unfulfilled….Overall, the erection of the Wall did not so much solve the existing problems as reconfigure them.

The Politics of Humor: The Berlin Wall in Jokes and Graffiti
Mary Beth Stein, April 1989
[EDITED AND ABRIDGED]

The Wall in West Berlin defines and frames the physical landscape. Colorful and approachable for most of its approximate 100 miles, it provides Sunday strollers and tourists with a unique walking route along the borders of the city. Scattered along its length are various look-out towers for those interested in seeing the "other Berlin" and memorials marking where people lost their lives attempting to escape to the West. [But this sentiment] obscures the fact that the Wall has more or less disappeared in the "cognitive landscape," i.e., in the socio-political consciousness of the average West Berliner…Said one West Berliner: "It's just not a topic anymore. It's there and we live with it."

In the East, tight security of the "border area" prevents East Berliners from seeing the Wall, let alone walking its length or spraying it with graffiti….There is quite a tremendous amount of graffiti in West Berlin,….[but] in East Berlin, there are few graffiti to speak of and certainly none on the Wall. The Wall in the West is visible, everyday. It is not a topic. The Wall in the East is invisible, everyday and a topic - which is very much taboo. These differences play a significant role in the shaping of political consciousness and subsequently of political humor. 

The content of most graffiti [on the Western side of the Wall] tends toward the political or personal statement….  The following political jokes were recorded during fieldwork in East Berlin between September 1987 and June 1988. Explicitly or implicitly, their subject is the Berlin Wall, with themes ranging from the reasons for its construction and the stupidity of the border guards to escape wishes and attempts:
1. Why are the East Berliners dumber than the East Friesians [SIDE NOTE: East Frisia was a region of Germany, often regarded as a “backward part” of the country] ? 

They built a wall but placed themselves on the wrong side.

2. When does a good border guard fire the warning shot? 

At the end of the second clip of ammunition.

3. Why was it foolish to build the Wall in order to protect socialism?

If it weren't for the Wall no one would want to escape to the West.

4. A German professor was walking along the wall mumbling "der, die, das wall, der, die, das wall." A guard yelled out "Stop! Stay where you are! German border police!" The professor looked up absent-mindedly. Two border guards approached him and demanded his identification papers. "What are you doing here? Get away from here!" "Well, I have a problem." he said. "What do you mean a problem?" "My students ask me, is it der wall, die wall, or das wall? Is it male, female, or neuter gender?" The guards were puzzled and said, "As a German professor you ought to know that! Of course it's die wall-it's gender is feminine." The professor jumped up and down, "Hurray, hurray! I was right after all! Then there must be a hole here somewhere!"

[Some of the] graffiti on the Western side of the wall retained a less humorous approach, yet retained a “sting” of irony. The first example:
1. Ausfahrt Freihalten…translates as "Keep the Exit Clear" 
2. Durchgang voriibergehend gesperrt…or "Passage Temporarily Blocked”.
[In general,] jokes violate boundaries of morality; graffiti violate boundaries of ownership. In the case of the Berlin Wall, jokes violate political sensibilities; graffiti violate political property and boundaries of state….
